EXPO SHOWS GROWING POWER OF HISPANIC BUSINESS COMMUNITY
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Welcome to the fair: Alma Valdez, of Grand Rapids, t
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alks with Juan Espinosa, of East Lansing, as he visits the

National City booth at the West Michigan Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Expo Thursday in DeVos Place.
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West Michigan group
cultivates entrepreneurial
spirit, opportunities
for networking
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GRAND RAPIDS — When Os-
waldo Garces started Clean Tech, a
Grand Rapids janitorial service, he
had no one to turn to for questions he
had about running a business.

He does now.

Garces said his membership in the
West Michigan Hispanic Chamber of
Commerce “is like replacing the time
I didn’t go to college to study busi-
ness.”

“The Hispanic Chamber of Com-
merce is my family,” said Garces,
whose business is now 13 years old.

There was a family gathering
Thursday of the West Michigan His-
panic Chamber of Commerce.
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The group had its fo annual

Business Expo and Job Fair at DeVos
Place.

The event brought together
Hispanic-owned businesses looking to
network with other firms.

It also attracted businesses looking
to attract the growing Hispanic popu-
lation in West Michigan.

“The Hispanic business community
in West Michigan 1s strong and get-

b

ting am
President Frank Coronado said.

“The buying power is in the mil-
lions, and it is going to continue to
grow.”

‘Hunger and passion’

Noel Cuellar, president and chief
executive officer of Primera Plastics
Inc., sees himself in the faces of those
attending the expo.

“One of the things we have to focus
on is that hunger and passion,” he said
of cultivating the Hispanic communi-
ty’s entrepreneurial spirit.

“Some people tend to forget where
they started from.

“I like to be a mentor to other busi-
ness owners, to show them what we
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went through.”

Cuellar, who used to work for
Prince Corp. and learned about plastic
injection molding at Grand Rapids
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Network time: From left, Cindy Aguilar, of Zeeland; Noel Cuellar, of Holland; and Dante Villarreal,
of Grand Rapids, talk Thursday at the West Michigan Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Expo at
DeVos Place.
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Community College, said man-
agers at Zeeland-based Herman
Miller Inc. encouraged and
helped him get his business
started.

Founded in 1994, Primera
Plastics now has 140 employ-
ees, $19 million in sales and a

‘new 77,000~ square-foot fac-

tory.

Still, Cuellar doesn’t like to
talk about diversity. He calls it
inclusion.

“l was nervous when the

- (Michigan Civil Rights Initia-
tive banmng affirmative ac-
tion) passed,” he said.

“But I know there are still

people out there that know that

doing business with minority-
owned companies is just good
business.”

Tom Almonte, the City of
Grand Rapids’ minority-
women business enterprise de-
veloper, said businesses should

“The buying power
is in the millions,
“and it is going to
continue to grow.”

: — Frank Coronado,
- Hispanic Chamber President

not ignore Hispanic buying
power.

“If you’re not doing business
with or including the Hispanic
population in your plans, you
are going to see a decline in
busmess,” he Sald.‘

population in Grand Raplds has

grown 203 percent in the past
decade.

“There is overwhelming
power behind that,” he said.

E-mail: rkirkbride@grpress.com
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